The Place at the top of the Stairs
By Jeff Clark
This story was written several years ago, but still gives a good idea of this history of this important building.

It’s before sunrise. Just this side of dark. I’m parked behind Adams Grocery, pulling a camera and tripod from my car’s trunk. ‘Probable cause in this little town. A pretty woman stops her big fine car and asks what I’m doing. “Shooting photos of that window up there” causes a polite roll of her eyes. She’ll never believe what I’m really up to.
Adams Grocery opens later in the morning, does big business, especially on hamburger day. I eat there. Good food, the talk more timely than gossip, this the ticker tape news feed of Ranger, Texas.

But now it’s quiet.

The old rock building waits for its new day.

I’m here to photograph what people call the attic. There’s a full second floor up there, once a boarding house or apartments, maybe a flop house or motel. It’s pitch black up there now, so I walk around the building’s outside, shooting photos, attracting more attention than I like.

Adams the business opened in the late 19-teens or early 1920s oil boom, but on Rusk Street, in another part of downtown. They moved here at some point, we think late 1920s, but the details get sketchy. It has a full second floor few know about.
I’m here to listen for what happened on that second floor. Take a few snaps. See where things end up. Old buildings have a tragic majesty to them, once proud symbols of the families who toiled to build them up. Though Adams Grocery is alive and well on the ground floor, this silent second floor, whatever it was, listens to the lunch talk below through its pressed tin ceilings. “Fine as frog hair,” wafts too loudly through the floor from below.
Upstairs there are two hallways running the length of the building, left to right if you’re standing on North Austin Street looking up. There were 32 plus rooms, a larger space that appears to be a lobby at the top of stairs leading to the street. To Austin. Boarded off now.
Boarded off for now.
The Adams Building appears to be three separate generations of construction melded together – native stone walls, then brick, then fired block as you move toward Main Street. There was a bakery here, a bus stop café. Banker Hall Walker was an owner once, it’s said, though the specifics of this place quickly vanish. The bank Mr. Walker ran was the only such institution not to fail during the Great Depression in Eastland County. He let people draw out $1 a day. Not a penny more. Or maybe that didn’t even happen. The stories diverge depending on the reporter.
Welcome to Ranger.
This tale has typos and mistakes, I’m hoping readers can correct. Carwile’s Bakery was part of the building next to the alley, one source remembered. This place was a hive of commerce, but the chapters have fled recordation. Any help would be appreciated.
Barbara Bray Mitchell wrote in, “My Uncle Horace Adams and my cousin H. G. Adams were my first memories there…When I was a child I remember a bakery in the end building by the post office. Then there was a beauty shop and later the Justice of the Peace…My Uncle Horace raised his own beef and pigs, slaughtered them and sold them at the store. The highlight of my younger years was going out to the farm with him to “feed the pigs”.

“The slaughter house was a regular visit for me also. I could be counted on in high school to provide animal parts for Mrs. Penney’s biology class…The memories of the old grocery store, the sawdust on the meat dept floor, the old cash registers ringing people up, all hold so many fond memories for me.”

“A person could call the store, put in their order and have their groceries delivered to their house…I am sure you could run a tab during those tough times. My Aunt Irene took care of the book keeping at a little desk in the back of the store for many years. Being the only little child during those times I was allowed one piece of candy whenever I came into the store (per Uncle Horace) as long as my Aunt did not catch me!! The bus station was across the alley from the store, and I saw many interesting people come into the store for a snack while waiting for their bus.”
One close friend told me heart-wrenching stories about a soul who lived for a time upstairs. Bad blood, worse actions, murder or triumph, depending on your perspective. I’d like to get permission to write that story one day, four paragraphs of unfurled passionate fury. None of that happened here in this building, but I anticipated its legacy might still be felt.

This once and future boomtown is funny like that.
The part of the attic where the old men lived is farthest from the sunrise, predictably black dark. Lady Nikon hates that, gripes as she tries to focus. We try time exposures, hoping someone will make an appearance. There are 32 photos posted on the website photo page. Look at the blurry hallway, shot in almost pitch black. She protested while taking this shot, but caught something.

Or the imagination did.
My archeologist eye sees a kitchen, debris from transient moving-in-moving-out-no-money-no-hope-never-stop lives. Water damage, hardwood fir bracing, cut plank floors – the core was well built. The wall framing is open, where sheetrock or bead board paneling once probably hung. There was no air conditioning back then, all the rooms had screen doors facing the inside hallways. There’s what looks to me like a bar in what looks like the lobby. Old refrigerators lurk in the halls like specter sentries.

Keeping careful watch.

There are old wire spring mattresses. The train whistles in the background from outside, bringing me in from my imagination. A broken wooden rocking chair stairs at me, half suggestively, I moving away when it declines to comment, waiting for me or eyeing me but making me uncomfortable.

Making me move on.

Prairie style windows with glass as old as graveyards, crinkling paint textured like Matisse in his best days. A wire display rack, Mandeville Triple Tested Flower Seeds rack erupts from the darkness. Lathe walls hold thick, filling full skylights.

The sun must be coming up outside. The rooms begin to glow orange.

There’s a corner rear room that called forth adobe kivas from north of Albuquerque in my mind. Solemn Native drum beats, slow, harder than the ear wishes to hear. This corner room, empty as it appears…something bad happened here, something bad, something lonely. Lonely sticks with me as I walk back into the hallway.

There’s a single porcelain light fixture no bulb in wire hanging from the ceiling, a claw footed tub filled with debris. Human lives in motion, ups and downs but no stops allowed in the swirl of mayhem or decline.
“Not alone,” I speak into my recorder, though I don’t remember it. The words are there, my voice, clear as a bell. The last hallway I want to go down won’t accept my photography. Room Number 32. Who were the people living here? Why can’t I take a shot?
There are stone walls in the older part of this structure, chinked from time to time with mud or plaster. Then sheetrock, different generations of building holding together like a family-stitched quilt.

A place to start.

I’m not sure what the message is here. The beginning of the end? The end of the beginning, more likely. Talk at the tables below is often of who did what back in childhood or what happened to whom when the speaker was a young man, but usually the karma is past tense. History, or at least present impossibility.

The end of this building where the old men lived is dark. Won’t cooperate. Below me, in about five hours there will be conversation. There will be light. There will be life and heartbeat and sparklefire as folks circle up in the middle of their day to compare notes. To have dinner which looks like lunch to interlopers from the city. These friends are having “town”. Or community, when no one’s looking and applying pressure. There’s life up here on the second floor too, life out on the streets outside these walls. Hard to discern, though the Best Possibilities usually are.
Things tend to work out.

Bobby Adams shows me some old newspaper clippings several days later. The dates appear to be the 1920s, others the 1950s, but again, time is fluid here. “Adams Grocery and Market at 114 N. Austin was established by H.G. Adams, Sr.” There was a Good Eats Bakery. “Employees include Tommye Joynes, Willie Joiner, J.B. Blackwell, Charlie Beck, Billy Guess and Ronnie Guess”. A story next door mentions the “Willows Park Pool,” it too still in the game.
A 1925 article says that Adams placed the largest order in the nation with Swift & Company that week. Ponder that when you hear folks say what this town’s not capable of.
I left the attic, as wet with sweat as if I’d crawled out of a swimming pool. Descended the stairs to my car. Folded up, and drove away.

Take a look at the photos, if you get some time. See if you can get them to speak to you. See if you can hear their once and future echoes.
Special thanks to Bobby Adams, Camilla Adams, Jay Baker, Mike Herrington, Barbara Bray Mitchell and Dorothy Elrod.
